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Note from the Director 
 
Happy Holidays!  Welcome to our special combined November/December 2016 edition of VA’s Office of Tribal 
Government Relations (OTGR) newsletter.  November and December proved to be busy months as I’m sure they 
have been for our readers.  November 11 was Veterans Day and here in Washington, D.C. VA Secretary Bob 
McDonald was very honored to have the opportunity to offer his personal regards to 43 Native Veterans during a 
reception hosted by the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI).  The Veterans traveled to D.C. as part of 
the Honor Flight program. November is also National Native American Heritage Month and we were fortunate that 
the NMAI generously allowed us to use their history of Native Americans in the armed forces exhibit to display in 
the VA headquarters lobby throughout the month.  NMAI curator emeritus and author of the National Geographic 
book “Warriors in Uniform,” Herman J. Viola was our guest speaker and he provided a rich over view of the legacy 
and history of Native peoples who served in the U.S. military.  Mr. Viola is also part of the NMAI effort (as mandated 
by Congress) to establish a National Native Veterans Memorial on the grounds of the NMAI.   Here is the link to 
more information about the Native Veteran Memorial effort: https://nmai.si.edu/nnavm/.  NMAI leadership and 
Memorial Committee members will continue to engage in tribal consultation on the project moving into 2017, so 
any information that we become aware of, we’ll make sure to share with our contacts.   
 
Looking west, our tribal government relations specialist for part of the VA Continental District, Mary Culley, was 
hard at work supporting the 4th Annual Inter-Tribal Homeless Veterans Stand Down (The Stand Down assisted 
native and non-native Veterans alike.) which was held at the Cox Convention Center in downtown Oklahoma City.  
The event had tremendous collaborative support from 14 tribes within the state, including generous support from 
the Cheyenne-Arapaho Tribes of Oklahoma, the Southern Plains Tribal Health Board, Oklahoma City VA Health 
Care System (OKVAHCS), Tinker Air Force Base, the Oklahoma National Guard, the U.S. Public Health 
Service/Indian Health Service and many other tribal, federal, state and non-profit partners.  Chickasaw Nation Lt. 
Governor Jefferson Keel, who is himself a retired U.S. Army Officer and Veteran advocate, graciously offered 
plenary remarks and engaged in visiting with attendees, clinicians and providers.  His presence and support were 
much appreciated and we look forward to continuing to work with him in the days ahead.   
 
Since the Stand Down, Mary has remained busy, traveling with VBA representatives to the headquarters of the 
Alabama Coushatta Tribe (where she also offered the Veterans Day Keynote Address) to facilitate stronger 
communications and scope out possible collaborative opportunities between the tribe and the VA.  Back home in 
Oklahoma, she’s continued to work on providing training and technical assistance to providers as part of the 
national implementation of Tribal HUD VASH, participating in the OKC VAHCS 16th Annual Honor (Gourd) Dance 
and participating in the Oklahoma Governor’s Strategic Planning Session focused on gaps in mental health services 
for Veterans, their families and active duty service members.  Looking ahead to the coming year, Mary is working 
to link VHA and VBA to the Southern Plains Tribal Health Board Public Health Conference which is coming up in 
April of 2017.  More information will be forthcoming. 
   
Moving just a little further west to Arizona, our tribal government relations specialist Homana Pawiki secured VA 
presenter support for the regional Centers for Medicare Medicaid Services training offered to IHS, Tribal Health 
Program and Urban Indian Health Program staff.  Homana then coordinated support for the 10th Annual Hopi Tribe 
Health Collaborative meeting which was held in Flagstaff, AZ and assisted Navajo Nation leadership and 
representatives with planning the Navajo Nation Veterans Summit which was also held in Flagstaff, AZ.  She’ll be 

https://nmai.si.edu/nnavm/
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closer to Phoenix by mid-December when she’s scheduled to participate in a strategic American Indian/Alaska 
Native Veterans Engagement Plan for the Phoenix area to be held on the Salt River reservation.   
 
Way out west (), our tribal government relations specialist, Terry Bentley, helped coordinate a Veterans Summit 
hosted by the Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs Indian Reservation during the early part of November.  Terry 
also represented our VA Intergovernmental Affairs Deputy Secretary on December 7 at the 75th Pearl Harbor 
commemoration ceremony in Honolulu, HI.  Back home, Terry is working on 2 Veterans Summits for the new year, 
the first one will be held in June and hosted by the Nez Perce Tribe in Idaho, a second summit will also be held in 
June, likely location will be Northern Nevada.   
 
Out in the Midwest, Peter Vicaire has been co-planning the Oglala Lakota Veterans Opportunity Workshop, which is 
taking place on December 15-16 at the Journey Museum in Rapid City, SD.  The agenda can be found below.  This 
event is a collaborative effort of the Oglala Lakota Nation, the USDA and OTGR.  I’m looking forward to attending 
this event and the opportunity it provides to conduct outreach and connect tribal leaders, Veteran service 
providers and Veterans to key points of contact across VA and other agencies who can continue to increase access 
to care, benefits and promote economic sustainability for our Veterans across Indian Country.  Peter has also 
traveled to the Little River Band of Ottawa Indians in Manistee, MI, to provide updates to the United Tribes of 
Michigan.  Most recently he briefed tribal leaders at a Minnesota Indian Affairs Council meeting as well as at a 
Bemidji IHS Area Tribal Budget Formulation Meeting.    
 
As we move into the holiday season, I would like to pause and reflect on how honored, blessed and thankful I am to 
serve our Veterans.  If any of our readers would like to connect with us directly, I encourage you to reach out by 
emailing us: tribalgovernmentconsultation@va.gov.  I look forward to hearing from you, meeting you and hopefully 
working with you on projects that support our Veterans in the coming year. 
 
Warm Regards,  
 
Stephanie  
 
Happy Reading,  
 

 

 
Stephanie Birdwell    
 
 

Links to non-Federal services are provided solely as a service to our readers. These links do not constitute an endorsement of these organizations or their 
programs by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) and none should be inferred. VA is not responsible for the content of the individual organization 

web pages found at these links nor the information provided on these events by organizations or individuals. 

mailto:tribalgovernmentconsultation@va.gov
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United Tribes of Michigan Passes Resolution Urging 
Congress to Restore Illegally Taxed Wages  

  
The United Tribes of Michigan joins the Four Tribes of Kansas, the Iowa Tribe of 

Oklahoma and the National Congress of America Indians to pass similar resolutions. 
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You can read the 2013 NCAI Resolution here, which urges Congress, at a national level, to 
return these lost wages to those Native American veterans who were wrongly taxed.  This 
illegal taxation happened for 24 years, from 1977 through 2001.  The State of New Mexico 
adopted legislation in 2008 to return these improperly-held taxes but there are still 24 
states remaining who have not returned these monies: Alabama; California; Colorado; 
Connecticut; Idaho; Iowa; Kansas; Louisiana; Maine; Massachusetts; Michigan; Minnesota; 
Mississippi; Montana; Nebraska; New Mexico; New York; North Carolina; North Dakota; 
Oklahoma; Oregon; Rhode Island; South Carolina; Utah and Wisconsin.   
 
In May of this year, the Arizona House of Representatives passed a bill, H.B. 2323, which 
created a $2,000,000 fund to compensate Native American veterans who were domiciled 
on tribal lands in Arizona and had state income taxes improperly withheld while on active 
military service. The bill also establishes a process whereby Native American veterans in 
Arizona can recover those state income taxes that were withheld.  
 
For more information on this issue, please contact Peter.Vicaire@va.gov   

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.ncai.org/resources/resolutions/improper-state-taxation-of-reservation-domiciled-servicemembers
http://www.azleg.gov/legtext/52leg/2r/summary/h.hb2708_05-03-16_astransmittedtogovernor.pdf
mailto:Peter.Vicaire@va.gov
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Taos Pueblo veterans get new wheels 
 

Here’s an article by Cody Hooks which ran in The Taos News.  

 
“Imagine needing to get to Santa Fe or even Albuquerque for a doctor appointment but with 
no way to get there.  That’s a reality faced everyday by some veterans at Taos Pueblo. 
 
Wounded Warriors Family Support (WWFS), a veterans advocacy organization, donated a 
2016 Ford Explorer to the tribe to help out those veterans for whom time and distance are 
major roadblocks to health care. It was dedicated during a ceremony Oct. 17, which 
featured a procession on the Pueblo with Taos Pueblo government officials and a group of 
Pueblo men that were singing a parade song.  Col. John D. Folsom, of WWFS, told The Taos 
News his organization has donated 22 vans to different tribes over the last year, including 
one at Jemez Pueblo. 
 
Taos Pueblo Governor Benito M. Sandoval told those in attendance Monday that while 
many veterans had passed, the donated van will serve those still in the community “who 
put their lives on the line for our freedom…to see the sun rise every day and the moon rise 
every night.”” 
 
 

 
 
 
 

http://www.taosnews.com/news/taos-pueblo-veterans-get-new-wheels/article_1ffba838-94b9-11e6-a276-9f4cf7ec7faf.html
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Standing Rock Veterans Cemetery 
 

Here’s a press release from Standing Rock Sioux Tribe’s Dept. of Veterans Affairs.  

 

 
Howard Orr (l); George Eisenbach Jr. (c) and Chairman Archambault II (r)   
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Eligibility Determinations For Burial – In Advance 
of Need 

  
Many individuals would like to know, in advance, whether they are eligible for burial in a 

Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) national cemetery. To assist them, VA is launching an 
initiative, the “Pre-Need Eligibility Determination Program,” specifically aimed at helping 

individuals with burial planning and making sure their wishes are known. 
 

VA will upon request make pre-need determinations of eligibility for burial in a VA national 
cemetery in advance of need. Having this information will help Veterans use the VA 

benefits they have earned, for their families and for themselves. 
 

Once VA determines that individuals are eligible, those individuals will be entitled to the 
same benefits they would receive were a determination made at the time of need (time of 

death). These include any or all of the following, at no cost to the family:  
 

 Burial in any open VA national cemetery, including opening and closing of the grave 
 Grave liner 

 Perpetual care of the gravesite 
 Government-furnished upright headstone, flat marker or niche cover 

 Burial flag 
 Presidential Memorial Certificate 

 
Eligibility 

 
The law provides eligibility for burial in a national cemetery to: 

 Members of the armed forces 
 Veterans who have met minimum active duty service requirements as applicable by 

law and who were discharged under conditions other than dishonorable  
Members of the reserve components of the armed forces are also eligible, provided they: 

 Died while on active duty under certain circumstances, or while performing 
training duty; 

 Have 20 years of service creditable for retired pay; or 
 Were called to active duty and served the full term of service.  

 
The Veterans’ spouse, minor children and under certain conditions dependent unmarried 

adult children are eligible for burial even if they predecease the eligible Veteran.   
 

Applying for Benefits 
 

VA encourages Veterans and their spouses to apply for a pre-need burial eligibility 
determination.  Authorized representatives can also apply on behalf of eligible claimants.  

 
To apply, submit: 

http://www.cem.va.gov/cem/burial_benefits/burial_flags.asp
http://www.cem.va.gov/cem/pmc.asp
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 VA Form 40-10007, Application for Pre-Need Determination of Eligibility for Burial 

in a VA National Cemetery ; and 
 Proof of military service, such as a DD Form 214, if available.  If unable to locate 

proof of military service, apply anyway as VA will attempt to obtain military 
records necessary to make a determination.   

 
Information should be submitted to the VA National Cemetery Scheduling Office by any of 

the following methods:  
 

 Fax:  1-855-840-8299 (this is a toll-free number) 
 Email: Eligibility.PreNeed@va.gov 

 Postal mail: NCSO, P.O. Box 510543, St. Louis MO 63151  
 

Individuals do not need to request a pre-need burial determination to be eligible at the 
time of need. There is no obligation for those found eligible to be buried in a VA national 

cemetery. 
 

What to Expect After Applying 
 

VA will review pre-need burial applications and provide written notice of a determination 
of eligibility (a decision letter). VA will save the information electronically for future 

reference and to expedite processing burial claims at the time of need.   
 

Note: Applicants should save a copy of all documents submitted and the decision letter 
received. It is also a good idea to communicate with one’s loved ones or estate planners 

where the documents are, and about the preference to be buried in a VA national cemetery. 
 

At The Time of Need 
 

At the eligible individual’s time of need (death), the family or personal representative 
responsible for making the final arrangements, should contact VA’s National Cemetery 

Scheduling Office to request burial benefits. VA will confirm the pre-need eligibility 
determination and schedule the burial.  

 
Because laws and personal circumstances change, VA will validate the pre-need decision 
using the laws in effect at the time VA receives the burial request. We will also check for 

any bars to receipt of the burial benefit. 
 

Please note that applicants may indicate a preference for a VA national cemetery on the 
application form, but a pre-need determination of eligibility does not guarantee burial in a 
specific VA national cemetery or a specific gravesite. VA assigns gravesites in cemeteries 

with available space once death has occurred and the burial is scheduled. 
 

For More Information: Additional information about the VA Pre-Need Determination of 
Eligibility Program is available on the VA website at http://www.cem.va.gov/preneed. 

http://www.va.gov/vaforms/va/pdf/VA40-10007.pdf
mailto:Eligibility.PreNeed@va.gov
http://www.cem.va.gov/preneed
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Announcing Social Security Administration’s 
National Tribal Benefits Coordinator Guide/Map  

 

Here’s a note from Nancy Berryhill. Tribal Consultation Official for the Social 
Security Administration 

 
“During the month of November, we observe Native American Heritage Month to celebrate 
and recognize the significant contributions of the American Indian and Alaska Native 
(AIAN) community. As an agency, we welcome opportunities to serve the evolving needs 
and diverse populations of the American public. For those of American Indian descent who 
often face unique challenges in accessing and understanding our complex programs, we 
seek to expand our educational and outreach efforts and build more collaborative 
relationships with tribal governments.  
 
As the agency’s Tribal Consultation Official, I am committed to addressing the unique needs 
of tribal communities, improving government to government relationships, and expanding 
communications in Indian Country.   
 
To provide American Indians with additional information on services provided by our 
agency, we collaborated with the Office of Open Government to launch the AIAN public-
facing, geospatial map. The interactive AIAN map, allows users to find their local field office, 
resident station, or Video Service Delivery (VSD) site closest to their Tribe or Reservation 
location. For more information on the tribes in your servicing area, please access the AIAN 
map, at https://www.ssa.gov/open/geospatial.html.   
 
I am also pleased to present the Tribal Benefits Coordinator Guide. This resource provides 
tribes’ benefit coordinators with accurate and up-to-date information on Social Security’s 
benefit programs, service options, process for applying for benefits, online resources, and 
much more.  The Tribal Benefits Coordinator Guide is also available on our American 
Indians and Alaska Natives (AIAN) website, under the Publications section. 
 
As we seek to better educate the public about our programs and improve accessibility to 
our services in Indian country, you will have an opportunity to take part in this important 
initiative.  Each of the 567 federally recognized tribes received this guide, and may reach 
out to local field offices with questions.  Thank you for your support and the work you do 
each day in your community serving the public. 
 
Nancy Berryhill 
Deputy Commissioner for Operations 
Tribal Consultation Official” 

 
 
 
 

https://www.ssa.gov/open/geospatial.html
https://www.ssa.gov/people/aian/materials/pdfs/17-72-Tribal_Benefits_Coordinator_Guide.pdf
https://www.ssa.gov/people/aian/
https://www.ssa.gov/people/aian/
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http://www.benefits.va.gov/HOMELOANS/nadl.asp
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OTGR Central Region 
(IA; MI; MN; MT; ND; NE; SD; WI; WY) 
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OTGR Southern Plains Region 
(KS; OK; TX )
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OTGR Southwest Region 
(AZ; CO; NM; UT) 
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